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Purpose
Although acupuncture is widely used for chronic pain,
there remains uncertainty about the clinical impact. The
aim of this study is to determine the effect size of acu-
puncture vs. sham acupuncture and the effect size of
acupuncture vs. non acupuncture controls for four con-
ditions, back and neck pain, osteoarthritis, and chronic
headache. More precision can be obtained in a meta-
analysis when using individual patient data, and it also
provides an opportunity to explore treatment effect
modifiers.
Methods
Data sources included MEDLINE, the Cochrane Colla-
boration and the citation lists of systematic reviews. Stu-
dies were included if randomized with unambiguously
adequate allocation concealment. Individual patient data
was obtained for 29 of 31 eligible trials, with a total of
17,922 patients, and analyzed in a single database.
Results
Patients receiving acupuncture had less pain than those
receiving sham acupuncture for back and neck pain,
osteoarthritis, and chronic headache (all p<0.001). After
exclusion of an outlying set of trials showing very large
differences between acupuncture and sham, the effect
size for acupuncture was similar across the pain condi-
tions, [SMD -0.23 (95% CI -0.33, -0.13)], [SMD -0.16
(-0.25, -0.07)] , and [SMD -0.15 (-0.24, -0.07)] (all
p<0.001) respectively. Larger effect sizes were found
when comparing acupuncture to non acupuncture con-
trols (p<0.001). Acupuncture had a more beneficial
effect in patients with worse baseline pain scores and
worse baseline mental status (p<0.005).
Conclusion
Individual patient data meta-analysis is a powerful
method of evaluating effect sizes and exploring treat-
ment effect modifiers. Our results from high quality
trials show that acupuncture is effective for the treat-
ment of chronic pain, with significant differences
between true and sham acupuncture indicating that acu-
puncture is more than a placebo. However, these differ-
ences are relatively modest, suggesting that factors in
addition to the specific effects of needling are important
contributors to the therapeutic effects of acupuncture.
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